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HOUSING

Executive Summary—Conditions and Trends

Modern house on Flathead Lake near Elmo.

Housing costs in western Montana are gen-
erally higher than in other parts of the state.
Within the region, the average rent in Lake
County is lower than in the adjoining Flathead
or Missoula counties, but per capita income is
significantly lower.  Alternatives for local rent-
ers are primarily traditional single-family homes
and mobile homes, with relatively few multi-
family units.  In fact, in a recent housing study,
multi-family units only made up nine percent
of the existing housing stock.  The lack of multi-
family units, combined with low vacancy rates
for year-round homes and a surge in lower pay-
ing service sector jobs, points to a need for multi-
family rental units.

Median sales prices are higher in Lake
County than in Sanders and Flathead counties
and the state average, but lower than in Missoula
County.  Housing prices in Polson are also sig-
nificantly higher than in the rest of Lake
County’s communities.  According to the Con-
federated Salish & Kootenai Tribes’ Resource
Planner, tribal members wishing to move back
to the reservation are having trouble finding af-
fordable lots on which to build or place mobile
homes.  Increased land prices and fees for mo-
bile home lots have created the largest demand
for tribal homesite leases in at least a decade.

A major affordability issue is the difficulty
first-time buyers have purchasing homes due to
the relatively high costs and low wages.  Addi-
tionally, as the children of baby boomers enter

the housing market, affordable housing, such as
manufactured and rental housing, is expected to
be in greater demand.  Fortunately, interest rates
have remained relatively low over the past five
years and a number of agencies are available
locally to help those in need.

Rapid growth can result in housing short-
ages for special needs groups or in housing as-
sistance for low-income groups.  However, the
agencies that provide housing for these popula-
tions have generally been adding programs to
keep up with the need.  While there are waiting
lists for certain groups, agencies that were in-
terviewed did not express that this was a severe
problem.  Additionally, the Lake County Com-
munity Development Corporation developed an
affordable housing plan in the winter of 2000-
2001 to address housing needs and they are cur-
rently in the implementation phase of the plan.

Overall, housing condition is good in Lake
County although, according to the Montana De-
partment of Commerce’s Housing Condition
Study, a measure of the quality of materials used
is significantly lower than the state average.  This
may be due in part to the high number of older
seasonal housing units in northern Lake County
and the Swan Valley, the need to keep housing
costs commensurate with the prevailing wages
and the lack of building codes in the unincorpo-
rated areas.  Because of this, future maintenance
costs on average homes may be higher in Lake
County than elsewhere in Montana.

Within the last decade there was a peak in
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Executive Summary—Issues and Trends

Housing Units
Number of Housing Units
County Wide

In the year 2000, 10,545  (77.5 percent) of
the housing units in Lake County were located
in the unincorporated areas while 3,060 (22.5
percent) were located in the incorporated areas.
This corresponded closely with the distribution
of population in Lake County.   The 2000 U.S.
Census indicated that during the 1990s the popu-
lation of the unincorporated areas increased at a
slightly faster rate than the incorporated ones.
This may be partially attributed to the prohibi-
tion on new municipal water and sewer hook-
ups in the latter part of the decade in Polson and
St. Ignatius respectively, combined with the
newly generated public water and sewer capac-
ity in Pablo, which is unincorporated.  If the in-
corporated towns don’t increase their capacity,

the trend is likely to continue in the coming
years.

The average household size between 1980
and 2000 decreased from 2.81 to 2.54 persons
per household.  This decrease mirrored state and
nationwide trends towards smaller households.
The trend toward smaller households reflects
smaller family size and an aging population with

development activity from 1993 to 1995.  Most
of the new residential development, as indicated
by subdivision and permit data, has been along
the Highway 93 corridor and in Woods Bay and

the Ferndale area of the Swan Valley.  Finally,
as the population of Lake County continues to
mature, a need for smaller, centrally located and
amenity-filled housing is anticipated.

more empty nesters.   The average household
size for the state of Montana was 2.45 in 2000.

From 1990 to 2000 the number of housing
units in Lake County increased from 10,972 to
13,605 for a total increase of 2,633 units.  Dur-
ing the same period the population increased by
5,466 persons.  Based on a 2000 average house-
hold size for Lake County of 2.54, the projected
number of new units would be 2,152.  This in-
dicates that housing growth substantially out-
paced population growth from 1990 to 2000.
With a projected population increase of 12,000
persons from 2000 to 2025, the projected num-
ber of new units at the current household size
would approximately 4,800 new units or almost
200 new units per year.

The major reason for the disproportionate
increase in housing units from 1990 to 2000
appears to be the number of seasonal homes in
the area.  The 2000 census data show that there

was an increase of 388 seasonal homes from
1990.  Seasonal homes are those homes in which
the owner lives part time but has a usual resi-
dence elsewhere.  They are counted as vacant
units for purposes of the census.   The vacancy
rate of non-seasonal units was lower in 2000 than
1990.
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Although occupants of seasonal homes
have a primary residence elsewhere and are not
counted as part of the population, it is important
to have an accurate count of seasonal units to
determine the service demands and economic
contributions.  In 2000, 97 percent of the sea-
sonal residences were located in the Swan Val-
ley and Flathead Lake areas.   This accounts for
the high vacancy rates listed in Table 2-3.  Va-
cant units are not occupied by anyone at the time

of enumeration.  They may include seasonal
homes, vacant for sale, vacant for rent, under
construction or otherwise not occupied.   When
the seasonal homes were not counted, Lake
County had a five percent vacancy rate in 2000,
which was comparable to the vacancy rates of
other counties.

Lake County experienced a 26 percent in-
crease in population between 1990 and 2000.
Population projections from the Montana Cen-
sus and Economic Information Center continue
to show about a 1.8 percent annual rate of
growth.  Barring unforeseen circumstances, with
the trends toward smaller households, the influx

of population and continued construction of sea-
sonal homes, Lake County should expect the
number of total housing units to reflect the same
or higher rate of growth in the next decade as
was measured in the 1990s.

Housing Unit by Type
In 2000, traditional single-family units

were the predominant type of housing in Lake
County, comprising 75 percent of all housing

units.   Mobile homes made up 16 percent of
housing stock while duplexes and multi-family
units comprised only nine percent of all units.
Multi-family units are typically in population
centers where infrastructure can accommodate
the higher density and where there is easy ac-
cess to commercial, health care and other ser-
vices.  The proportion of multi-family units did
not significantly change from the 1990 census.
The proportion of mobile homes declined
slightly while single-family units comprised a
slightly higher percentage of the housing stock.
Most single-family units were owner-occupied.
In Lake County, 71.4 percent of all units were
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owner-occupied compared to 28.5 percent be-
ing renter occupied.

The low proportion of multi-family units
is typical of an agriculturally based county.
Multi-family units in Missoula County, with its
university influence, reflect 23 percent of its
housing stock while Flathead County, with its
tourism base, has 13 percent of its housing stock
in multi-family units.  Many service-based jobs
are relatively low paying and affordable rental
units are required to meet the housing needs of
the workers.  As Lake County diversifies its eco-

nomic base to include more service and visitor
related jobs and as the population continues to
age and desires smaller units, a wider range of
housing options will be necessary to meet the
community’s needs.

Housing Starts
A number of measures of new construction

can be used to reveal both the level of activity
and the patterns of growth in an area.  The U.S.
Census Bureau keeps records of permits issued
by those jurisdictions that have building permit-

Homes under
construction in
a Pablo area
subdivision.
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ting authority.  In Lake County, this includes the
cities of Polson and Ronan and, starting in 2002,
St. Ignatius.  The number of permits issued by
these communities indicates a peak in develop-
ment activity around 1994 and 1995.  This mea-
sure is supported by data from the number of
new electrical customers at Mission Valley
Power and the number of septic permits issued

by Lake County.   Development activity since
1998 has been steady but has not reached the
peak it did in the mid-90s.

The electric service data include accounts
for new structures plus reconnections to exist-
ing structures such as rental units.  Septic per-
mit data include all permits reviewed by the Lake
County Environmental Health Department for
both new housing units and replacement sys-
tems.  The database does not account for new
hookups to sewage treatment systems in the in-
corporated towns, the public water and sewer

districts or tribal housing.
Although the above data have limitations

for estimating the number of new housing units,
they help to provide an indication of where de-
velopment activity is occurring in the county.
The majority of the septic permits issued be-
tween 1994 and 2001 were issued along the U.S.
Highway 93 and MT Highway 35 corridors and

in the Ferndale areas of the Swan Valley.  A to-
tal of 1,675 septic permits were issued during
this period.  The Lake Mary Ronan, Irvine Flats
and southern Swan Valley areas received the
fewest permits from 1994-2001.

Housing Condition
In 1999 the Montana Department of

Commerce’s Housing Division commissioned
the Montana Housing Condition Study to col-
lect information in support of the Montana Con-
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solidated Plan for housing.  The purpose of the
study was to evaluate the current stock of hous-
ing in Montana and better understand what type
of housing structures are available to rent and
purchase.

Housing appraisers typically give single-
family homes a rating that describes the condi-
tion of the dwelling.  The rating is based on the
overall physical condition or state of repair and
the condition of such features as foundations,
porches, walls, exterior trim, roofing and other
attributes.  The rating system includes the fol-
lowing categories: unsound, poor, fair, average,
good and excellent.

According to the 1999 Housing Condition
Study, less than one percent of the housing stock
in Lake County is rated as unsound and about
1.5 percent is rated in poor condition.  Another
5.3 percent of the housing stock is rated as fair.
This is significantly better than the statewide

average showing that 18 percent of housing units
are in need of serious maintenance.   Of the re-
maining units in Lake County, 78 percent are in
average condition while 15 percent of the units
are in good or excellent condition.  Mobile
homes were more likely to have serious mainte-
nance problems, with 15 percent of units in need

of serious repairs while only 4 percent of single-
family homes fell in these categories.

The majority of homes (55 percent) have
been constructed since 1970, compared to a state
average of 49 percent of homes.  The slightly
higher percentage of newer homes may contrib-
ute to the overall high rating of homes in aver-
age to excellent condition.  Approximately 18
percent of the housing stock has been con-
structed since 1990.

Another measure of housing condition is
quality of workmanship.  These ratings evalu-
ate whether the structure was constructed with
below average, average or above average mate-
rials.  Generally, maintenance on lower grade
homes may be higher than they might be other-
wise and may result in future maintenance prob-
lems.

According to the Montana Housing Con-
dition Study, 31 percent of the homes in Lake

County in 1999 were rated as having cheap, poor
or low cost materials and quality.  This is more
than double the state average of 13.5 percent in
the lower categories.  Of the remaining homes,
an additional 30 percent were rated as below
average with fair workmanship.  Only 40 per-
cent were rated above average or higher.  This
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high percentage of below average workmanship
and material usage may be due to the lack of
building code requirements in the unincorpo-
rated areas of Lake County, the need for lower
priced units to meet the demands of the average
residents and the high percentage of older sea-
sonal homes in which the owners chose not to
build to the same standards as their year-round
residences.  However, many of the newer sea-
sonal homes appear to be built to very high stan-
dards.

Housing Costs
Data from the 2000 Census indicate that

the median value of owner-occupied housing in
Lake County is higher than the state average but
lower than the adjacent counties of Missoula and
Flathead.  Along with these counties, Lake
County experienced significant growth during
the 1990s, resulting in a higher demand for hous-
ing units and consequently higher sales prices.
Sanders County, which experienced slower
growth, had lower housing prices than the other
surrounding counties.

The median rent in Lake County was lower
than the state average and significantly lower
than Flathead or Missoula County averages.  The
student population in Missoula and seasonal
workers in the resort industry in Flathead create

a higher demand for rental units.  Rental units
in Lake County are a combination of multi-fam-
ily, mobile homes and some single-family units.

As shown in Table 2-7, the median home
value in Lake County exceeds the state aver-
age.  The per capita personal income in Lake
County, however, is lower than state average.
In 2000, the per capita income for Lake County
was $17,809 as compared to $22,518 for the state
of Montana.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Ur-

ban Development defines a cost burden as that
level of income at which housing costs consume
at least 30 percent of gross household income.
Housing costs include monthly payments such

Mobile homes comprise a significant portion of the
rental housing market in Lake County.
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as rent or mortgage, taxes, insurance and utili-
ties.  At this level, it is possible to qualify for a
loan but the buyer must have little or no other
debt.  When housing costs exceed 30 percent of
income, it is difficult for homebuyers to qualify
for a loan.

Table 2-8 indicates that in Lake County,
24.4 percent of homeowners have costs that ex-
ceed 30 percent of their household income and
37 percent of renters have costs exceeding 30
percent of household income.  In both cases the
percentage of households that are experiencing
a cost burden due to housing is higher than the
state average.  Even with rental costs being lower
than the state average, due to the lower per capita
income, housing affordability in Lake County
is still an issue for a significant percentage of
the population.  If housing costs continue to in-
crease, it is anticipated that housing affordability
will be an issue for years to come.

Housing affordability appears to be most
critical for first time homebuyers.  A Montana
Board of Housing 1998 housing affordability
analysis indicated that more than 50 percent of
the households in Kalispell and Missoula would
experience a cost burden as a first time
homebuyer.   The Board of Housing report also
notes the following concerns with affordability

of the rental market: “While the affordability
crisis for renters does not appear to be as severe
as it is for prospective home buyers, cost bur-
dens continue to be higher for the western por-
tions of the state.  Property managers have indi-
cated that there were several people waiting to
see available rental units.  Such shortages artifi-
cially keep prices high and present barriers,
keeping some people from participating in the
housing market.”

The Center for Applied Economic Research
at Montana State University - Billings released
a report in April 2002 entitled The Price of Hous-
ing in Montana.  The report indicates that the
2001 median sales price of housing in Lake
County was higher than both Flathead County
and the state average, but lower than Missoula

Table 2-9 2001 Median Sales Prices for Selected Areas and

Montana

County             Median Sales Price 2001

Lake

Missoula

Flathead

Polson

 Montana

$129,000

$139,337

$126,000

$156,000

$119,000

Source: Center for Applied Economic Research, Montana State University-
Billings, for the Montana Board of Housing, “The Price of Housing in Montana-2001”
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County.   The sales price of housing in Polson,
however, was significantly higher than the rest
of the county and was among the highest for
cities in the state.

Group Quarters
The U.S. Census Bureau defines group

quarters as those which house all persons not
living in households.  Typical types of group
quarters include nursing care facilities, group
homes, detention centers and dormitories.  Of-
ten these facilities provide housing for persons
with special needs and are a critical component
of the housing inventory.  In Lake County, these
special needs groups include the disabled, se-
niors, homeless and youth.  The largest of these
groups is the elderly population.

The 2000 census data indicate that there
were 616 persons, or 2 percent of the Lake
County population, living in group quarters at
that time.  Of this population, 173 were living
in long-term care facilities.  This number repre-
sents a significant increase in this housing type
since 1990. Of the people in group quarters in
2000, 266 were housed in non-institutional fa-
cilities. These include group homes, rooms for
rent, campgrounds and similar types of hous-
ing.  Lake County had a significantly higher
number of people in these types of facilities than
either Flathead or Sanders counties. While these
room rentals provide an affordable option for
low-income residents, they can have negative
neighborhood impacts such as a lack of parking
and increased traffic.  Subdivision and zoning
ordinances generally address these types of is-

sues.

Housing Assistance
Five agencies provide housing assistance

for low-income households through a variety of
programs that include rental subsidies, home
ownership programs and maintenance assis-

Nationwide one of the most significant
demographic trends is the aging of the popula-
tion.  From 1980 to 2000, the average age in
Lake County increased from 30.1 to 38.2 and is
slightly higher than the Montana median age of
37.5.   From 1990 to 2000, the number of people
75 and older grew by 22 percent.
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tance.   To qualify for any of the programs,
households must meet the income limits estab-
lished by the Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development (HUD).  The income limits
are based on the median income for the number
of persons in the family.  Depending on the pro-
gram, families may qualify for assistance if their
income is less than either 50 percent or 80 per-
cent of the median income for a family.  The
income limits for 2002, set at 50 percent of me-

dian income, were as follows:
Northwest Montana Human
Resource

Northwest Human Resources is a non-
profit agency based in Kalispell.  It serves as a
subcontractor to the Montana Department of
Commerce to administer the Section 8 rental
assistance program in Lake and other counties.
The number of vouchers fluctuates monthly as
people go off the program and new applicants
enter the system.  In November of 2002, the
agency issued a total of 73 Section 8 certificates
and vouchers for Lake County.  Certificates and
vouchers reimburse the landlord for rent to low-
income persons.

Lake County Community
Development/Ronan Housing
Authority

The City of Ronan established the Ronan
Housing Authority (RHA) in September 1992
to evaluate the community’s needs relating to
decent, affordable housing and to plan for meet-
ing those needs.  Among the RHA planning ob-
jectives are upgrading the local housing stock
through rehabilitation programs, increasing of
the availability of rental units, increasing op-
portunities for home ownership, establishing a

county-wide organization to address housing
needs and developing an assisted care facility
for the area’s senior citizens.

To achieve these objectives, RHA has suc-
cessfully assisted more than 38 families through
a housing rehabilitation grant.  They have es-
tablished a tenant based assistance program that
has served 80 families with temporary rental
assistance.  The RHA has also received grants
to assist first time homebuyers and is seeking

further funding to continue the program.  The
RHA is also involved in providing new units for
low-income residents that include four-plex, a
12 unit complex, and renovation of a commer-
cial building with a number of apartments.  In
all, RHA states there are a total of 72 rental apart-
ment units for low-income families and seniors
located in Polson, Ronan, and St. Ignatius.  Fi-
nally, under RHA’s direction, the Ronan High
School Senior class helped in the construction
of a three-bedroom house for the First-Time
Home Buyer program in 2001.

Lake County Community Housing
Development Organization
(CHDO)

The Lake County CHDO is a non-profit
corporation established in 1996 to provide op-
portunities in affordable housing to low and
moderate-income families in Lake County.  Its
initial project included the purchase and devel-
opment of 10 lots for new construction for
single-family homes, plus the rehabilitation of
10 older homes.   To date 13 of the units have
been resold to first time homebuyers.

In 1997, CHDO received a Rural Devel-
opment loan for construction of a 16-unit multi-
family rental project located in Polson called the
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Boettcher Terrace Apartments.  In 1999 the
CHDO took over management of 29 units of
low-income elderly housing, Maxwell Senior
Apartments (a 21 unit complex in Ronan and an
8 unit complex in St. Ignatius).  In addition to
development of affordable housing, rental hous-
ing and creating opportunities for first time
homebuyers, the CDHO looks for opportunities
to assist other developers and enter into com-
munity partnership agreements in reaching these
objectives.

Salish and Kootenai Housing
Authority (SKHA)

The Salish and Kootenai Housing Author-
ity in Pablo has been in existence since 1970
and provides assistance to tribal members on the
reservation.  The primary goals for SKHA are
to maintain the current housing stock, to reha-
bilitate substandard units, to provide affordable

home ownership opportunities, to build healthier
communities, to provide adequate infrastructure,
to help customers achieve independence and to
meet the needs of Indian people with special
needs.  Following is a description of the major
programs administered by this agency.

Neighborhood Housing Services
Neighborhood Housing Services is located

in Great Falls and administers a statewide pro-
gram to provide assistance to first time
homebuyers.  The Northwest Regional Resource
Conservation and Development office in Libby
provides some of the administration for the re-
gion that includes Lake County.  The program
offers down payment and closing cost assistance
and also assists with foreclosure prevention
through homebuyer education.  Since 2000 the
program has assisted five households in Lake
County.

Page 29



Chapter 2—Housing             Lake County Growth Policy

Policy Statement
Lake County will strive to work with the private and public sector to facilitate
the development of all types of housing while maintaining the character of the
different parts of Lake County to meet the needs of residents at all income levels.

Housing
Goals and Objectives

The goals and objectives provided below were developed by comparing the condi-
tions and trends described in the previous text with public input and the experience of local
officials, planning board members and staff.  The purpose of this section is to provide a
vision of how the community intends to grow (goals) and state the specific steps Lake
County intends to take to ensure the goals are achieved (objectives).

After each objective is a phrase or group of phrases in italic print.  These phrases
indicate the specific tools that Lake County intends to use to achieve the objectives.  The
tools are described in the implementation section of this document.

1. Goal
Encourage the development of affordable housing and special needs housing
opportunities.

Objectives
A. Promote multi-family, special needs and affordable housing in and around

existing population centers. (Subdivision review, zoning and density map)

B. Work with the incorporated areas of St. Ignatius, Ronan and Polson, the
Confederated Salish & Kootenai Tribes, community development
organizations and the county water and sewer districts to expand water
supply and wastewater treatment systems both as a reaction to and in
anticipation of the need for condensed affordable housing. (Capital
improvements planning {CIP}, intergovernmental coordination and
public-private partnerships)

C. Pursue the options of modifying Planning Department review fees, altering
roadway requirements, expediting the review period and providing other
incentives for the development of affordable and special needs housing,
particularly within existing communities. (Subdivision review)

D. Provide standards for the development of affordable housing including
multi-family, mobile home and manufactured housing in order to provide
developers with a clear and consistent set of definitions and expectations
for improvements.  (Subdivision review)
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E. Work with the Lake County Community Housing Authority, Salish-
Kootenai Housing Authority and other service providers and private
industry to identify affordable housing opportunities and needs and pursue
solutions. (Intergovernmental coordination, citizen participation and
public-private partnerships)

F. Explore options regarding affordable housing including requiring a certain
percentage of affordable housing as a part of subdivisions over 50 lots in
size. (Subdivision review)

2. Goal
Encourage a blend of different housing types and compatible commercial
development in and around communities that allows residents to live within
walking and biking distance of stores and services.

Objective
A. Develop design standards and incentives for mixing housing with

compatible commercial development in communities. (Subdivision review
and zoning)

3. Goal
Encourage housing that maintains traditional development patterns and
protects property values and natural resources.

Objective
A. Develop standards and incentives for the development of housing that

continues established patterns such as housing density and style, promotes
roadway connectivity, maintains the character of Lake County’s rural areas,
and protects wildlife habitat, water resources and agricultural operations.
(Subdivision review and zoning)

4. Goal
Encourage on-site housing for farm, ranch and orchard employees.

Objectives
A. Explore modifying subdivision review and density requirements for family

members and employees seeking to live on farm and ranch land while
still addressing impacts (if any) to public health, safety and the
environment. (Subdivision review)

B. Modify existing zoning standards where appropriate to allow safe and
sanitary temporary housing for orchard workers. (Zoning)
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5.         Goal
Provide options with regards to proposals to build on relatively steep slopes
and for increased building heights.

Objectives
A. Develop variance criteria for allowing subdivisions and homes to be built

on relatively steep slopes (up to 35%) so long as slope stability, fire danger,
scenic views, access, water quality and other factors are adequately
addressed by the developer. (Subdivision review and zoning)

B. Develop criteria for allowing building heights greater than the traditional
30 feet if scenic views from neighboring properties are not blocked and
local fire departments can effectively serve the homes. (Subdivision review
and zoning)
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